When the Palace of Westminster burned down in 1834, crowds on the other bank of the Thames cheered and jeered as the flames flared. That spirit of popular rejection and irreverence toward the political elite lives on today (June-July 2009). As taxi drivers now pass the House of Commons, its reputation in tatters because of the MPs' expenses scandal, they shout out to booted and suited types entering the Palace, "Pay it all back, mate."
the fictional Eatanswill election, boisterous rather than drunken and violent like both . They remember the hapless Mr. Potts, toady to his Blue betters; editor of one of the town's two partisan newspapers; and gusher of vacuous, pompous propaganda all over the rotten borough. The townspeople got their public participation in the election by a small minority doing the voting, and the majority enjoying the roughhouse of bands, banter, beer, and bribery. It was not, however, by listening to that early media type Potts that the electoral Reform Acts of 1832 and 1867 got through a reluctant Commons. It was Britons' rejection of and irreverence toward their "betters" at the hustings and in civil campaigns that did the heavy lifting for an expanding franchise. Likewise, it will be voters, probably through interactive media, who break up private, unaccountable deals between politicians and broadcasters to become masters and mistresses of their own electoral participation. Lawrence has written his full, revealing, and very readable history of British electioneering before those Westminster taxi drivers put up two fingers to their "betters" in the Commons. The MPs' expenses scandal has made British voters more jeering and rejecting of their political class now than at any other time in living memory. Those are very strong emotions to make people vote, independently of whatever access to politicians broadcasters negotiate. Wiener deftly uses criminal law in the empire and the controversial trials for interracial murder as avenues to explore the dynamics of imperialism and the ideas and practices that linked the people of Britain's colonies to the political and legal institutions that comprised the empire's formal framework. The result is a complex, fascinating, and sometimes controversial book.
An Empire on Trial is a departure for Wiener, who has established himself as one of the premier scholars of British law and legal culture and the foremost scholar on murder but, until this point, had yet to take the imperial turn. What is particularly impressive about the author's approach to his new arena is his choice to examine the contest and conflicts surrounding interracial murder across a geographically and chronologically broad span. His analysis begins with interracial murder on British ships at sea in the mid-nineteenth century and ends with a brief chapter on the murder trial of Thurmann Grant, a lumber-mill owner accused of killing one of his black employees, which took place in British Honduras in 1934. Major chapters are devoted to Queensland (1869-89), Fiji (1857-85), Trinidad and the Bahamas (1886-97), and Kenya (1905 -34), while India (1899 -1922 , because of the complexity of its legal system and its significance in the British Empire, is the subject of two chapters.
Although Wiener follows a contiguous and overlapping chronology across the book and does trace, when possible, the movement of specific legal policies and the officials who enforced them between different parts of the empire, both of these organizing elements are secondary. Rather, the disparate regions and periods addressed are forged into a cohesive whole through the focus on a single overriding question: "What in fact happened when the contrasting 'principles'-of equality and liberalism on the one hand, and inequality and
